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taxes. Yet he had raised a spectre of which politicians
have been afraid to this day. Even the Conservatives in
the citadel were afraid. Had not Disraeli agreed at last
that Protection was not only dead, but damned ? There were
many in the Conservative Party who refused to support the
Chamberlain proposals ; there were more who gave them
but cold support; there were some who embraced them with
fanatical zeal and expressed them with the crude faith of
religious converts ; and the Prime Minister, where was he ?
Nobody knew. He showed himself a master of evasion ;
it was said that there were no clearer and analytical argu-
ments for Free Trade than the declarations of the Prime
Minister in favour of tariffs. Even when the election came,
no one knew where he stood, and, before his constituents
at Manchester, his phrases were Delphic and ambiguous.
" If you return us to power, we shall consider fiscal reform
in the very forefront of our political constructive pro-
gramme." Yet the Government clung on to office, long after
their divisions had become notorious, and thus made their
condition hopeless. The country, asked to decide on a
momentous change in policy, could hardly be expected to
do so at the instance of a party, by no means convinced
itself of the necessity or wisdom of the step, whose leader
spoke in riddles. It is tragic to the student of the politics of
these times to see how, by mere inability to decide boldly,
the Conservatives missed the chance, which has never come
again, to make one united Empire without bar or barrier.
During the twenty-six years that were to follow before the
issue was to be raised in a practical form again, the great
British Dominions were, deprived of a guiding hand, to
diverge from Britain and themselves so widely that any
scheme of customs union or federation presents a far more
intricate and difficult problem than in Joseph Chamberlain's
day. Meanwhile, Chamberlain, having failed to win the
united enthusiasm of the faction, could hardly expect to
gain the verdict of the nation. Further, the very names of
the leading politicians had begun to weary the nation,
drawn, as they seemed to be, mainly from a few families
and an exclusive caste. All the signs in the firmament were